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Lamentation, Praise, and Collective Violence 
By Stephen L. Cook 

The scene occurs repeatedly in the individual laments of the Book of Psalms. 
Violent enemies persecute a psalmist, hemming him or her in on all sides. 
Breaking all bounds of reason and justice, the brutal enemies slander, isolate, 
and taunt their helpless victim. Their attack escalates to threaten the victims 
very life, until God promises intervention. Finally, the attack mercifully ceases 
and, with much relief, lament gives way to thankful praise. 

Who are these anonymous enemies of the psalmists, and what is the nature 
and meaning of their unexplained assault? Why is this repeated scene of 
violence such a foundational part of the Bible's laments? And -- perhaps the 
most provocative theological question -- why do the New Testament gospels 
explicitly point us to this scenario, especially to Psalm 22, in interpreting the 
meaning of Jesus Christ's passion and crucifixion? 

By and large, scholars have come to realize that the psalms do not recount 
specific instances of assault on specific individuals of history. Rather, they use 
metaphorical and stereotypical language that could fit a variety of supplicants 
who have fled for relief to the Jerusalem Temple. 

The security and sanctity of the Temple attracted society's outcasts. Its 
sickrooms and healing liturgies provided sanctuary for infirmed persons 
victimized by superstitious communities. It was a place of asylum and fair 
hearing for defendants accused of capital crimes, when vengeful communities 
ganged up on them. In short, the Temple and its psalms provided a haven for 
those seeking refuge from the persecutory hostility of those around them. 

What may interest expositors and preachers is not so much the ancient social 
background of the laments but the emphasis on collective persecution in their 
foreground. The fixed, stereotypical language of the Bible's laments gropes at 
something universal and prototypical behind the varying experiences of Temple 
refugees. The more one reads the biblical laments, the more convinced 
one becomes that they are preoccupied with group violence and 
encapsulate an awful truth about it. 

The violence at issue in the personal laments is mob violence. The defendants 
in these psalms face a murderous lynch mob, not reasoning prosecutors (Pss 
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31:13; 54:3; 86:14). Their enemies encircle them as a legion of shock troops, a 
pack of ferocious beasts (Pss 17:9-12; 27:2; 56:2; 57:4; 59:6-7). The language 
is more than hyperbole. It reflects an experience of the violent mob as 
uncannily vicious, even demonic (Pss 69:14-15; 140:1-5; 141:9). 

What makes the violence of the laments demonic is the element of 
scapegoating. The majority act not in dispassionate calm, but in "righteous" 
zeal and solidarity. Full of pride and contempt, they aim to purge the community 
of evil and secure their own advantage. For examples, see Psalms 31:18; 41:7-
8; 59:12; 69:4; and 94:21. 

The violent majority establishes its righteousness by slandering the victim (Pss 
65:5; 71:10-11; 120:2; 140:3). Thus, the supplicant of Psalm 35:16 cries out, 
"Like godless jesters at a feast, they gnashed at me with their teeth." The mob 
reinforces the victim's accursed state by isolating him or her for all support 
networks, even friends and family (Pss 27:10; 38:11; 41:9; 69:8; 102:7-8). They 
silence and demonize the victim, rendering him or her an embodiment of evil 
(Pss 38:13-14; 17:10; 69:11-12; 109:25). The victim in Psalm 31:11 cries out, "I 
am the scorn of all my adversaries, a horror to my neighbors, an object of dread 
to my acquaintances, those who see me in the street flee from me." 

Plotting and scheming against the victim draws the large, collective group 
together as allies (Pss 31:13; 41:7; 56:6). Camaraderie builds as their acts of 
verbal and physical persecution escalate (Pss 13:4; 35:19, 25; 70:3; 94:3-4). 
Finally, an intoxicating, hallucinatory atmosphere overcomes the mob. 
Mesmerized, they bond in violent unanimity as they sacrifice the victim. 

Or do they? Just at the point in the biblical laments where you would expect the 
violent majority to sacrifice the victim, their dark work is cut short. The lament 
psalms end not with the victim's death and silence, but with praise to God 

The psalms reveal that God sides with the victims of mob abuse, not with the 
righteous majority. God identifies with the victim, and offers him or her direct 
divine deliverance (Pss 13:5-6; 17:15; 31:21-24; 41:11-12; 56:13; 69:32-33; 
71:20-24). One rescued victim praises God as follows: "I thank you that you 
have answered me and have become my salvation" (Ps 118:21). 

The laments not only depict the defeat of the violent but also expose the 
true nature of the pathetic injustice they are about to commit. The rhetoric 
and witness of the biblical laments have gospel power to demythologize 
the intoxicating power of scapegoating. It is hard to imagine a more 
crucial scriptural resources for preachers to tap for our violent times. 

First, the biblical lament psalms reveal for all to see that the victims of mob 
violence are arbitrarily chosen. The innocent victim is truly loyal to God and 
transparent before God's judgment (e.g., Pss 17:1-5; 31:14; 41:12; 59:3; 86:2). 
The majority society is repaying the victim "evil for good" (Pss 35:12; 38:20). 

Second, the biblical laments completely shift our sympathy and allegiance away 
from the majority attitude and toward the victim. Readers of the psalms actually 
experience the reality of scapegoating violence through the scapegoat's 
perspective (e.g., Pss 6:6-7; 41:5-9; 57:4-6; 69:19-21; 102:3-11; 109:22-25). 

These scriptures demystify the mesmerizing power of scapegoating by 
ungagging the voice of the victim. We can no longer believe the victim to be 
subhuman after hearing this personal, human cry of lament. Rather, we come 
to empathize with the victim as one known and loved by God. "You keep track 
of all my sorrows," the psalmist prays. "You have collected all my tears in your 

Page 2 of 3Lamentation, Praise, and Collective Violence

5/23/2005http://www.pulpit.org/articles/lamentandpraise.asp



bottle. You have recorded each one in your book" (Ps 56:8). It would be hard to 
underestimate the significance of the way the psalms generate true empathy 
with the scapegoat victim, converting the reader. One psalmist captures well 
the momentous implications of this dynamic: "The stone that the builders 
rejected has become the chief cornerstone" (Ps 118:22). 

Many lament psalms display the dynamic we have been examining, profoundly 
short-circuiting the mesmerizing power of collective violence. Their rhetorical 
power and witness reach a crescendo, however, in Psalm 22. 

Psalm 22 takes up the dynamic and stretches it to extremes. The speaker of 
the psalm epitomizes innocent suffering. The persecution he describes goes far 
beyond the norm in the Psalter. According to v. 15, his victimization even lands 
him in the grave. Despite all this, in the midst of abject suffering, the speaker 
trusts completely in God's presence (vv. 3-5, 9-10). 

Psalm 22 further transcends other laments in its powerful unmasking of 
scapegoating violence. God's vindication of this psalmist in a triumph. It makes 
all the afflicted rejoice wholeheartedly, with everlasting joy (v. 26). The 
psalmist's perspective and voice are unforgettable. They evoke the empathy of 
even the iciest reader. The supplicant takes us through his experience of 
agonized suffering in excruciating detail, particularly the climactic experience of 
being sacrificed as a scapegoat (vv. 12-18). His work rocks the world. 

Verses 27-31 of Psalm 22 add a further twist to the lament, bringing home its 
extravagance. They make us ponder the unique identity of the speaker of the 
psalm. All the ends of the earth hold up the ordeal of this particular figure as a 
pivotal event. Thanks to his work, all earth's ethnicities freely turn to worship 
God (v.27). God's reign on earth begins (v.28), with even those resurrected 
from the dead participating (v.29). Verse 29, in the New American Bible, reads: 
"All who sleep in the earth will bow low before God. All who have gone down 
into the dust will kneel in homage." 

There can be no doubt, if the hymnic praise at the end of the psalm is any 
guide, that the victim of Psalm 22 is no ordinary refugee at the Jerusalem 
Temple. This ideal, pathetic victim, whose ordeal begins God's long awaited 
reign, is God's Messiah. 

One focal aspect of Jesus' messianic work was to embody the ideal drama of 
Psalm 22. Jesus turned our violent world on its head by incarnating the 
messianic dynamic of this lament in a visible and explicit way. There is little 
wonder that the New Testament gospels refer us to Psalm 22, if we wish to 
understand the experience and work of Christ on the cross of Calvary. 

Stephen L. Cook is Associate Professor of Old Testament at Virginia 
Theological Seminary. Along with C. Patton and J. Watts, he recently edited 
The WhirlWind: Essays on Job, Hermeneutics and Theology in Memory of Jane 
Morse (London: Sheffield Academic Press, 2001). 

Copyright © 2005 All Right Reserved 
The Living Pulpit, Inc. 

Page 3 of 3Lamentation, Praise, and Collective Violence

5/23/2005http://www.pulpit.org/articles/lamentandpraise.asp




